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Phrasal verbs have been regarded as an obstacle for Chinese EFL learners because
of their seemingly random semantic extension from the literal to the abstract and their
absence in the Chinese language. In the light of cognitive linguistics, previous
researches revealing the linguistic motivation and raising students’ conceptual
metaphor awareness have theoretically and empirically demonstrated positive learning
outcomes in phrasal-verb teaching and learning. As an integrated part of language,
gesture is embodied in nature and is able to manifest conceptual metaphor as well as
externalize cognitive process, and these are the properties that are intrinsically
connected with image schemas and conceptual metaphors. However, there are few
researches on applying gestures to phrasal-verb teaching in addition to utilizing
diagrams of image schemas, conceptual metaphors and oral instructions. To explore
the potential effects of using gestures in phrasal-verb instruction, the current study
theoretically investigated the connections among phrasal verb, image, speech and
gesture in order to advance a gesture-integrated multimodal approach to phrasal-verb
teaching, then empirically examined the effects of observing gestures on 42 senior
high school students’ learning of ten high-frequency phrasal verbs. The experimental
group received 55-minute instructions with diagrams of image schemas, verbal speech
and gestures, while the control group received the same time-length and the same
content of instructions without the gestures. Note that during the experiment on the
experimental group, two phrasal verbs were instructed with an emphasis on the
correspondence between the metaphoric gestures and the verbal metaphorical
information, while the other eight were not. Then both groups were examined with a
post-test that was comprised of two parts: ten blank fillings and five English-Chinese
translations. The first part was intended to test the short-term memory retention of the
taught senses and the second part was designed to examine the semantic inference














the experimental group outperformed the control group in short-term retention of the
taught senses as well as in semantic inference making of the untaught senses of the
ten phrasal verbs, suggesting that gestures can promote deeper-level processing and
comprehension of abstract notions, as well as facilitate conceptual mappings; the
result of the pedagogical experiment inside the experimental group indicates that an
explicit emphasis on the correspondence of the metaphoric gestures and the oral
metaphorical messages can lead to better learning outcomes in both short-term
retention and inference making, which sheds some light on the pedagogy of teaching
phrasal verbs with gestures for English teachers of adolescent and adult learners.
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Phrasal verbs have been notoriously known as a major obstacle even for EFL (English
as a foreign language) learners of advanced level (Boers, 2000; Slobing, 2000;
Kurtyka, 2001; Littlemore & Low, 2006). However, a knowledge of and the ability to
use phrasal verbs are among the standards of native-like command of the language.
Previous researches indicate that phrasal verbs are difficult for learners not only
because of their seemingly arbitrary combinations of form with meaning, their almost
unique existence in the Germanic family, but also due to the fact that their semantic
meanings range from the concrete to the abstract. However, traditional approaches to
teaching phrasal verbs are mostly based on categorizing and translating them
alphabetically, which do not offer more efficient ways to either teachers or students
because traditional teaching pedagogies stress rote learning, which makes the
already-challenging phrasal verbs even more daunting.
In contrast, cognitive approaches shed light upon both the theory and the
pedagogy, presenting teachers and learners with a new perspective of investigating
and teaching phrasal verbs. That is, to see phrasal verbs as linguistic expressions that
are derived from our embodied experience, the abstract patterns of which are termed
as image schemas. As the researches of many cognitive linguists show, the semantic
meanings and the literal form of a phrasal verb are not arbitrarily combined; on the
contrary, they are motivated. To further explore the motivation of phrasal verbs,
researchers such as Dirven (2001), Rudzka-Ostyn (2003), Yasuda (2004), Neagu
(2007), Condon (2008), Abreu and Vieira (2009), White (2012) and Lee (2012) have
undertaken theoretical and experimental endeavors to redesign the ways of presenting
and teaching phrasal verbs to both native and non-native speakers. Results indicate
that cognitive approaches utilizing conceptual metaphors, images schemas and
polysemous network to presenting and teaching phrasal verbs are more effective than
















Gesture, now seen as an integral part of language rather than just an
embellishment or an elaboration, conveys imagery and is beneficial for both the
speaker and the listener (McNeill, 2005). As a window to our inner language decoding
process, it serves as a bridge linking abstract notions and the immediate environment
together and is imagistic and embodied in nature. In the field of education, gestures
have been applied to teaching (Goldin-Meadow et al., 2001; Valenzeno et al., 2003;
Singer & Goldin-Meadow, 2005; Cook & Goldin-Meadow, 2006; Pozzer-Ardenghi &
Roth, 2007; Beaudoin-Ryan & Goldin-Meadow, 2014; Congdon et al., 2015; Hsieh et
al., 2016) including second language acquisition, especially meaning construction,
communication, linguistic structure and second language classroom (Lanzaraton,
2004; Gullberg, 2006; Kelly et al. 2007, 2008; McCafferty & Stam, 2008, etc.).
Therefore, the inner characteristics of phrasal verbs, image schemas and gestures
together make it potentially possible and effective to teach phrasal verbs with the aid
of image schemas and gestures. Since particles share similar nature with spatial image
shemas, which cognitive linguists emphasize, it is natural and reasonable to integrate
gestures additionally in search for a better teaching and learning outcome of phrasal
verbs. Therefore, the present research attempts to apply gestures to phrasal-verb
teaching in addition to teacher’s explanatory speech and diagrams of image schemas,
in order to examine the effects of observing gestures on learners’ short-term memory
retention and inference making, in comparison with the effects of teaching with oral
presentation and illustrative images alone, which is the most common practice in
previous cognitive linguistic approaches to teaching phrasal verbs.
1.2 Purpose and significance of the study
It has already been proven that cognitive approaches to teaching phrasal verbs have an
advantage over translation-based approaches. However, so far there has been few
attempt to use gestures in addition to the combination of speech and images.















gestures and learning by observing gestures on students’ short-term memory retention
and inference making of phrasal verb senses. To be specific, the purpose of this study
is to explore, compared to simply presenting students with diagrams of image
schemas of particles with oral explanations, (1) whether teaching with gestures can
better facilitate senior high school students’ short-term memory retention of the taught
senses of the ten phrasal verbs; (2) whether teaching with gestures can help enhance
students’ inference making of the untaught senses of the phrasal verbs; and compared
to instructing with metaphoric gestures without emphasizing the correspondence of
source domain and target domain of the metaphoric gestures and the verbal metaphors;
(3) whether students in the experimental group will perform better in short-term
memorization of the taught senses of the phrasal verbs than in those that are not
accompanied by an emphasis on such information; (4) whether students in the
experimental group will perform better in inferring the untaught senses of the phrasal
verbs than those that are not accompanied by emphasis of such information.
Significance of the study lies in: (1) exploring the potential of teaching phrasal
verbs with gestures as an input by externalizing the spatial nature of particles, thus
contributing empirical evidence to the application of gestures in language teaching; (2)
proposing a multimodal approach integrating the gestural mode to phrasal verbs
teaching as well as providing practical pedagogy to English teachers on the front line,
especially those of adolescent and adult students.
1.3 Organization of the thesis
The Second Chapter will include a detailed literature review of researches concerning
how phrasal verbs are viewed from traditional and cognitive perspectives, as well as
the implications of the studies concerning the phrasal-verb teaching that linguists have
undertaken theoretically and empirically. The Third Chapter will introduce the
theoretical framework within which this experiment is constructed, including the
relationships among gesture, speech, image schemas and conceptual metaphor. Next,















contains a description of participants, selection and design of the materials, tools for
measurements, steps and treatments of the experiments, and analysis of the collected
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Chapter 2 Literature Review
2.1 Review of studies on phrasal verbs
In fact, phrasal verbs are regarded as an important and controversial research filed for
both linguists and grammarians. Despite the traditional definition of phrasal verbs
being formulated as comprised of verb and adverbial particle functioning as a single
verb (Quirket al., 1985; Bolinger, 1971; Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999;
Fraser, 1976; Kilby, 1984; Palmer, 1968), Darwin and Gray (1999) noticed that
linguists and grammarians could not reach consensus on the exact definition due to
the uncertainty of a combination of “verb plus particle” being a phrasal verb or a free
combination (Brinton, 1988; Quirk & Greenbaum, 1990:336, 337). Additionally,
characterizing and classifying phrasal verbs syntactically and semantically have
troubled linguists for a long time (Bolinger, 1971). Even linguists are perplexed by the
nuances of definition, let alone the “confusion for students and teachers” (Darwin &
Gray, 1999:67). To make the discussion clear, the definition of The American
Heritage Dictionary of Phrasal Verbs (2005: v) will be adopted in this paper: “A
phrasal verb is a combination of an ordinary verb and a preposition or an adverbial
particle that has at least one particular meaning that is not predictable from the
combined literal meanings of the verb and the preposition or particle.” By adopting
this definition, this paper excludes the debates on the issue of to what degree a “verb
plus particle / preposition” combination can be categorized as a phrasal verb and
focuses on the figurative and abstract meanings which puzzle non-native speakers
more (Liao & Fukuya, 2004).
In addition to the definition problem, the fact that phrasal verbs are seldom found
in languages except those inside Germanic family (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman,
1999:425) increases the difficulty in successful transfer (Kellerman, 1983), especially
for EFL learners whose first language (L1) does not include such constructions.
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(e.g., Chinese and Hebrew) does not include the form of phrasal verb (Dagut &
Laufer, 1985; Liao & Fukuya, 2004) as well as those whose L1 include such
combinations, such as Dutch and Swedish (Hulstijn & Marchena, 1989; Laufer &
Eliasson, 1993). This suggests that the English language has its special difficulty for
non-natives. Furthermore, a neurophysiological experiment has answered the question
with brain imaging whether phrasal verbs exit as a single chunk or are assembled
syntactically for native speaker of English, which linguists dispute over, and the
finding reveals that a congruent verb-particle sequence is accessed as a single lexical
chunk (Cappelle, Shtyrov & Pulvermüller, 2010). The implication may account for the
frequent, productive and unconscious use of phrasal verbs for English native speakers,
while for EFL learners, how phrasal verbs are processed neurophysiologically for
them still remains unknown, and the result implies that they have another cognitive
deterrent to overcome in order to reach native-like fluency, as the learners are
supposed to decode the combination as a single semantic unit and to be able to
retrieve them as a holistic unit (Wray & Perkins, 2000:7).
Another barrier hindering EFL learners is that the meanings of phrasal verbs
range across a continuum from the concrete to the abstract. In other words, if
combinations that are literal (e.g., sit down) are understandable by speculation,
figurative (e.g., take down) or idiomatic meanings (e.g., bog down) bewilder learners
with opacity and non-compositionality (Celce-Murcia & Larsen-Freeman, 1999;
Cornell, 1985; White, 2012). Worse thing is, quite a number of verbs are polysemous,
plus the seemingly random particles (Side, 1990), which makes the forms and senses
seem arbitrary, thus heavily increasing learners’ cognitive burden and making it
impossible to memorize (Ravin & Leacock, 2000), as well as impairing their learning
motivation. Moreover, their large number and high frequency of occurrence in
different genres -“ubiquitous”, as Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) describe
- daunt non-natives as much as the way phrasal verbs are presented in most
dictionaries and textbooks.
Based on traditional viewpoints that phrasal verbs are arbitrary combinations and
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